Introduction: Vashti and Sita
The stories of these women can be summarised as follows: 
Vashti

Sita
Sita undergoes three ordeals:
First is the agni-parisksha or the fire ordeal in which Sita, at the end of the great war between Rama and the demons, has to undergo a test of chastity that requires her to throw herself into a blazing fire.
Second, there is the abandonment of Sita, recounted in the final book of the Valmiki Ramayana. Some years after returning to his capital, Ayodhya, Rama decides that despite her having passed the fire test with flying colours, despite his personal certainty that she is innocent, and despite her being in an advanced state of pregnancy, Sita must be banished from the kingdom because suspicions about her chastity are proliferating in the countryside. Not only is she banished, she is deceptively taken to the forest by Lakshmana (Rama's brother/subject) and abandoned without a word of farewell or explanation from her husband.
Third is the moment of rejection; a reprise of the agni-pariskha with a variation occurs at the end of Valmiki Ramayana. Rama makes a final attempt to bring Sita back after she has lived for years in the forest raising their sons to young manhood without him. He suggests that she endure one more fire ordeal before being allowed to stay with him in Ayodhya. Sita rejects this offer and calls upon mother earth-bhumi to open and receive her. Earth opens, Sita enters, earth closes and she is gone (Uttara Kanda Canto1 of Valmiki Ramayana).
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It is interesting to note that in the case of both Vashti and Sita it was the order of the day that a woman would simply bow to the demands of her male others without question. This is regardless of how ridiculous such demands might be or, worse still, how demeaning to the subject they could be. For example, Vashti was King Xerxes's wife, she was the Queen, and yet her fate was in the hands of not just the King but his advisers, the eunuchs, who were all males (Kebaneilwe 2011) . That is, it is evident that by virtue of being female she was a powerless other. Similarly, Sita (also a queen) was expected by her husband King Rama to undergo yet another fire ordeal if he was to take her back after she had survived life in the forest to which she had been banished. It is worth noting that in the case of the first agni-pariksha Sita herself had volunteered to undergo it and hence her actions speak volumes about her courage and commitment to her relationship with her husband Rama, for she granted his wish without him explicitly stating it. Her action is not surrender to the unreasonable whims of a husband but rather a supreme act of defiance that challenges the accusations cast at her, by means of which she highlights the groundlessness of his doubts. She emerges as a woman whom even Agni (the fire god), who has the power to reduce to ashes everything he touches, dares not touch or harm. This time around, Sita, like Vashti takes the decisive step of defying the orders of her husband by refusing to undergo the ordeal one more time. Anderson, Siebert and Wagner 1988:169) . Sita chooses to be defiant as she would rather be swallowed up by mother earth than go through the fire ordeal again. Her choice lands her in trouble with her powerful other, Rama, her husband. Sita's act of defiance reminds us of Vashti who, as her story recounts, acts to defy the status quo in order to defend her dignity as a person and a woman (Kebaneilwe 2011:381) . Both Vashti and Sita act decisively to change and even re-write the narratives of their lives. In the face of dangerous patriarchy both women display boldness and for this we applaud them as daring sisters. Their actions taken to free themselves from oppression are deprecated by those in power. Instead of being seen as acts of courage they are viewed as deviant behaviour that is unacceptable.
It is important to underline that while the actions of these women are praiseworthy, their clash with power came at great cost. They both suffer total banishment. In Vashti's case, we never get to hear about her again;
even the text becomes silent (Kebaneilwe 2011:378 To some extent I condoned, perpetuated and upheld the same oppressive patriarch mores by trying the best I could to keep my subordinate position that however was uncomfortable and detrimental. That is, the overall cultural context and socialization overshadowed my other socialization derived from my education and my mother's private teaching at home. I knew that it was wrong and unjust for me to be victimized like that but it was hard to act defiantly; I did not want to become a deviant for fear of shame for myself and my family. Culturally I had no right to say 'no' to my husband's rule, including, among others things, no say in matters of sexuality or sex (Gichaara 2008:189) . Consequently I had to endure 'marital rape' to the point that it did not matter anymore. I could never talk to anyone about these things because as a married Motswana woman you have been bought for a price, the dowry, by your husband and his family, rendering you powerless even over your own body.
Both Vashti and Sita take defiant action against what they see as violence to their integrity as women. It is noteworthy that these female
figures have left behind a true legacy that could be relevant to women in oppressive patriarchal societies such as Botswana. These are stories of 88 female power that could turn the tables and expose the clumsy humour of those in "power" -the male others.
Many faces of gender-based oppression and abuse of women in Botswana
We wish to draw attention to some of the many forms of oppression and abuse that women continue to experience daily in Botswana. These include, among others, the imbalances that women encounter in relation to practices'. It is indisputable that these practices are respected and cherished because they serve as part of our identity and a symbol of unity, but culture is not and should never be immutable. For this reason, we all need to reflect and to discourage practices that put our daughters, nieces, mothers, aunts and wives at risk of abuse.
Marriage: a safety net or a tangled twisted noose?
As observed by Kebaneilwe, in Setswana culture, marriage is idealised and idolised. (Kebaneilwe 2011:382) Women/girls are socialised into the stereotypical roles of wife and mother so that marriage and child bearing are idolised to the extent that anything outside of such roles is granted less recognition by the traditional society (Masenya 1997:58) Boys, on the other hand, are socialised into believing that they are the superior 'others'. They are to play the role of breadwinner for their families and to be the protectors, the leaders and heads of their households (Gichaara 2008:192) . Dube (2003:103) recapitulates Botswana's patriarchal status in her assertion that as a woman raising her son, the son will soon have more power than herself on the basis of his gender. That is, being a Motswana (i.e. a citizen of Botswana) woman means being a disempowered other.
What happens in marriage as a result of such socialisation?
Boys and later men carry the twisted ideology that they are superior and have control over women and girls. When they enter the married state they exercise control over their wives to the extent that women become voiceless even in matters relating to their own bodies. This is specifically perpetuated by the culture in that a woman is bought for a price in the form of Bogadi or bride price, rendering her powerless even over her own body.
For instance, during patlo, a ceremony where the bride-to-be is initiated into 90 the married life she is about to enter, it is stated that she is to cover up her husband's ill-doings. This is emphasised as important for maintaining the marriage. As the Setswana proverb says, mosadi o bipa mpa ka mabele, meaning 'a woman should keep silent about intimate issues in her household.' Culturally women are taught to be tough and to stand up for their households and especially their marriages against all odds even if this means losing their own lives. This has translated into a silencing culture to the detriment of the woman.
In many instances women fail to disclose the ill-treatment they encounter in their homes, including domestic violence, marital rape, their husbands' infidelity etc. Eventually women and in particular married ones become more exposed to the harsh realities that stalk them, including the menace of HIV and AIDS. In the end marriage becomes a tangled, twisted noose, far from being a safety net (Oldenburg 2002) . Furthermore, in marriage a woman may experience what has been termed "fertility conundrum" (Rutenberg et.al. 2003:122-133) . This expresses the conflict between either using condoms or abstaining from sex and the desire to become pregnant (122-133). The argument is that although this dilemma affects women in many settings, African women are particularly vulnerable because of the cultural emphasis on fertility (Kebaneilwe 2011:382) . The sad thing is that after succumbing to the demands of childbearing, many women still find themselves stuck with the burden of caring for children and worse still bringing them up single-handedly in cases of divorce. However, the issue of divorce, especially in Botswana, is a thorny one that would require an independent research project and hence we will not at this stage take it further. Her refusal to perform a second agni-pariksha and her consequent reversion to mother earth is not merely an act of self-annihilation. It is a momentous and dignified rejection of Rama as a husband. Just as in
Vashti's case, she refuses; her actions show that she no longer sees herself as the property of a man. These two women's stories tell women today that they too can make a choice to say no to oppressive situations at any time.
The two women's actions serve to reveal not only humour in relation to those in power/control but the dangers that accompany their fear of those under their control. Their refusal to bow to male rule constitutes a serious challenge to a patriarchal system because it unmasks its weakness.
Rama may indeed have deselected her as his queen in deference to social opinion, but it is Sita who rejects him in a personal sense as a husband. Likewise, Vashti demonstrates her husband's conspicuous failure to control his own house. Vashti's and Sita's actions are viewed by the men in these stories as representing not only domestic and social but even cosmic disorder. In Vashti's case her insubordination provokes a state crisis (Est.
1:18-22). As a result there is an imperial edict deposing Vashti and ordering every man to be master in his own house.
By these acts both women emerge supremely triumphant. If the defining scale for quantifying greatness is the amount of suffering one has undergone, it is undoubtedly Vashti and Sita who emerge clearly as winners.
It is their boldness that turns out to be their ultimate emotional strength. 
